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CHARLES

R.

SPAIN

Education in New Mexico:
Problems and Opportunities
Reappraisal of public education tends to occur with intensity whenever crises arise or far-reaching changes appear immirient. In this
country such reappraisal has been occurring in recent years and will
J>robably continue for many years into the future.
The first and obvious reason for this attention is the sheer magnitude
of the effort we as a nation are undertaking. Each year millions of additional children crowd into our schools. In New Me~co the percentage
of children in the total population is among the highest in the nation,
thereby creating even more enrollment pressures than other sta~es are
experiencing. In the state as a whole this increase is averaging 7,000 to
8,000 more children each year with consequent problems of providing
housing, teachers, supplies, and equipment.
A second less tangible reason is the uncertainty and confusion regarding the purposes education s~ould serve. In any period there are
conflicting viewpoints concerning the role and functions of schools.
But in the present period of great change, there exists more than .the
usual amount of questioning. Should there be greater emphasis on
science and mathematics? Should more attention be given to the arts?
Will educational television help solve the teacher shortage? How.can
programs be adjusted to the needs of both slow-learning and intellectually outstanding children? These questions are typical of those schools
are now facing everywhere. The questions raised and the tentative
answers provided suggest directions in which educational programs will
likely move. It seems unusually appropriate, therefore, that an analysis
be made of the major problems and needs' confronting education in
New Mexico.

l

Before becoming the present Superintendent of the Albuquerque public
school system, Charles Spain was Dean of the College of Education, UNM.
He received his EdD. from Teachers College, Columbia University, and
has a rich background both in teaching and educational administration.
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One of the remarkable characteristics of public education in the
United States is that there is no national system of education. Although
the Fe'deral Government has an interest and concern in puplic education, education has always remained a state function. Hence we really
have foI:ty-eight systems of education, each system being more like
than unlike all other systems, but with certain important differences.
The following discussion analyzes a few of the factors differentiating
education in New Mexico from education in other states. Perhaps it
should be pointed out these characteristics are not really unique,. but
simply more pronounced than in other states.
.
Although education is a state function, methods of financing vary
considerably. In Nebraska, for example, the state has not recognized
the need for state support to any considerable degree. New Mexico,
on the other hand, has for the past two d~cades relied very heavily on
state supported education. With the passage of a constitutional amendment in 1934 limiting local taxation for all current governmental and
educational purposes to 20 mills, New Mexico began moving toward
a high percentage of ~tate support. In Albuquerque for the current
fiscal year, for example, 85 per cent of all funds comes ~from state
sources.
Many states have various types of earmanked support for education,
but New Mexico relies on this method more heavily than most. The
sales tax and income tax are the major sources of revenue for support
of public education. In retrospect, this arrangement for supporting education appears a most fortuitous move. Financing education is thereby
intimately related to the expansion of the economy and to inflationary
trends. Reliance upon property taxes for a major share of revenue
almost inevitably results in a serious lag between needs to be met and
services to be rendered. Furthermore, all citizens contribute directly
through earmarked taxes to the support of the most vital governmental
function and in so doing become even more concerned with the welfare
of education than might otherwise be the case.
As in many other states, the state superintendent of public instruction i~ still chosen for two years on a partisan political ballot. By law,
the state board of education in New Mexico must have both lay and
professional members. This situation is unusual and is basically unsound in that professional people are involved in J;l1aking decisions
which affect them directly. An opportunity may be given in 1958
through a proposed constitutional amendment to have a lay board
chosen by the people, and an appointed state superint~ndent. This
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change should
make possible a greatly strengthened state department
of education.
Legal and constitutional provisions for administering county school
systems in New Mexico clearly differentiate the state from most others.
In counties Which still have county school systems, the superintendent
is chosen for two years on a partisan political basis and he in tum is one
of the five members of the board of education. The remaining four
members are appointed by the chairman of the county commission,
the district judge, and the state superintendent of public instruction.
This arrangement is certainly not conducive to the development of an
outstanding educational system.

Another feature of New Mexico education which deserves mention
is school housing. Construction of school buildings is "exclusively a
local responsibility. Yet in many states, local communities seek assistance from the state for capital outlay. The most significant feature in
regard to school buildings in New Mexico, however, is the fact that
bonds cannot be issued in an amount exceeding 6 per cent of the
assessed valuation of the local school district. Many states have no
limitations, or a limitation of 10 or 12 per cent of assessed valuation.
With very low assessments in most school districts in this state, and
constantly increasing school population, provision of adequate housing
is a major problem.
Improving teaching ancl learning has always been and always will be
a majdr concern of forward-looking schools. For many reasons, however, this problem is of particular concern to New Mexico. Greatly
increasing enrollments tend to rec~ive public attention, thereby pushing to the background primary concern for instructional improvement.
For many decades, too, the primary obligation and concern in New
Mexico was development of simple literacy. Small, inefficient school
districts likewise make the improvement of instructional services difficult. One of the great needs in New Mexico is continued effort to
establish in-service programs aimed at instructional improvement,
evaluation of instructional needs at the local level, provision of adequate and high quality consultant and supervisory services, provision
of adequate instructional supplies and equipment, and dynamic leadership in this direction at the state level. In fact, all our major problems
must be viewed from the viewpoint of improved teaching and learning.
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marily retention of present sources of revenue, equitable distribution,
and complete collection. Public education has made tremendous
progress under the current methods of finance and major changes are
potentially dangerous. ~though earmarked funds are often attacked
in theory, they have worked remarkably well in New Mexico. Stability
of funds and adequate support are tar more crucial than arguments
over the theory of earmarking. All indications suggest that the present
program of finance, with certain needed minor adjustments, can continue to support the current school program with reasonable success.
Another problem confronting public education in New Mexico is
that of small, inefficient school districts and small schools. Obviously
a sparsely populated state will always have some small schools and small
districts. Yet in some counties there are too many school districts to
allow for economical organization and operation. Cost of instruction
per pupil in small districts is often twice that in larger districts. A great
need in New Mexico, therefore, is to encourage school district reorganization in counties in which such steps can reasonably be taken.
Considerable interest has been shown in many New Mexico communities in development of kindergartens. There is no doubt that such
service is educationally desirable and should be a goal for the state.
However, if kindergartens are to be provided, additional public school
revenue must be provided. At the present time it would be virtually
impossible to locate th~ adpition~l qualified teachers as well as to proyide the building space required. Development of publicly supported
kindergartens will probably have to remain a goal for some time to
come.
There are, of course, many o.ther needs of New Mexico schools which
could be identified. Those discussed are representative of the problems
and opportunities faced by the entire state. New Mexico has made
tremendous strides educationally in the past decade. If we resolve to
meet our problems and needs as forcefully in the next decade, our
progress should be as dramatic as in the past.

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol27/iss4/12

4

